from peter jones, sheffield hallam university, UK

dear XMCA colleagues

after a long radio silence due to pressure of work I decided to make time to make a contribution to the discussion of tim ingold's papers. I am a big fan of tim's work. He has written some great stuff on tools, human origins, and the origins of language (amongst many other things) which are very interesting and insightful for CHAT- and CHAT-related people. I remember a very good talk he gave in Aarhus and an interesting conversation with him on a bus there! His knowledge about evolution and genetics is particularly valuable in a CHAT context and this knowledge gives a strong foundation for his timely and well directed attacks on so-called evolutionary psychology. 

There are many points in the paper on the 'education of attention' that are important and interesting for us. However, I wanted to focus on some issues that I feel are problematic. Some points were already raised by paul dillon in his brief comments some while back and I wanted to take this a bit further. Colleagues will have noted tim's focus on 'the emergent properties of dynamic systems', drawing on the work of thelen and others. You may remember the long discussion last year over my paper in MCA which had some critical things to say about thelen and smith's work as applied to thinking and the problem of representations. There was in fact a long discussion on this list with contributions from jay lemke in defence of this 'emergent systems' approach and against the existence of 'representations' within the emergent system of action/interaction. Tim's attack on sperber's representations, it seems to me, has some of the drawbacks of this approach. The discussion of the cookbook is a case in point. 

The verbally expresed information in the cookbook is not, as tim rightly says, in itself knowledge (page16) but 'opens up a path to knowledge, thanks to its location within a taskscape that is already partially familiar by virtue of previous experience', and I can follow the part of the recipe which says 'melt the butter in a small pan and stir in the flour' only because 'it speaks to my own prior experience of melting and stirring etc' (here a reference to Leudar and Costall). The verbal instructions, therefore, are 'like signposts in a landscape'. Thus, 'all knowledge' tim claims 'is founded in skill' (ie in this case the skill of cooking and the guided recreating of that skill in the novice by copying the skilled cook). Such copying (page 18) 'is not the automatic transcription of mental content from one head to another, but is rather a matter of following what other people do. The novice watches, feels or listens to the movements of the expert and seeks - through repeated trials - to bring his own bodily movements into line with those of his attention (sic) so as to achieve the kind of rhythmic adjustment of perception and action that lies at the heart of fluent performance' (with reference to Gatewood). On this view, then, knowledge is 'passed on' not through the transmission of representations from mind to mind but is 'a matter of following, in one's actions, what other people do' (page 12). 

Is it the case, then, that knowledge and skilled practice are therefore synonymous? Does the knowledge of something (eg knowing how to cook a certain meal) completely coincide with the actual doing of it? Does knowledge not exist in any other form than the bodily (including 'mental') movements which produce the desired outcome? Tim does not go so far as to make this claim. On page 15 he says: 'this is not to deny that experts lay plans or formulate objectives' and gives the example of a woodsman observed during his work: 'it is to observe him feeling his way, in an environment, towards a goal that is conceived in anticipation of a future project'. Although he adds that 'the plans that the woodsman arrives at through this activity in no sense specify or determine the movements that follow, or the circumstances attending them, in all their concrete detail. What they do, rather, is to place him in a position of readiness from which to launch into the subsequent project with a reasonable chance of success. Once the project is underway, he must fall back on bodily skills that he has already perfected (Suchman)'. let us explore a bit further the role of the plan or objective in the expert's activity. Of course, if there is no plan or objective at all, then there is no activity: in the sense of goal directed, purposive activity. And the plan must do more than put the woodsman in 'a position of readiness' because he must also know when the activity has been completed successfully, ie must know what the intended outcome was to be in relation to the actual outcome, and must be able to evaluate this actual outcome against the initial objective. This of course means that the objective is not just the start of the process, but persists throughout the activity and is present at its completion as a standard of evaluation of the actual product. This objective, then, whatever the precise level of 'concrete detail' must necessarily have a degree of distinctness, a degree of separation, detachment and independence from the actual doing. In other words, it must have a form which is not immediately the form of the performance of the action itself. This is necessarily the case since a) goals and objectives themselves are not innately determined or biologically fixed and b) goals and objectives must be related to critically - re-assessed, re-formulated, developed or rejected. As ilyenkov puts it: 'the individual mastery of a humanly determined form of activity, ie the ideal image of its object and product, are therefore transformed in[to] a special process that does not coincide with the objective moulding of nature (shaping of nature in objects). The form itself of man's activity is therefore transformed into a special object, into the object of special activity' (Dialectical Logic: 277). For human activity, then, we must not only talk about the copying of the bodily actions which create the product directly, but (as tim would perhaps put it) of the process of copying the objective (the aim) which initiates, guides and controls those bodily actions. in fact this formulation itself is inadequate. It would be more accurate (but not very apt) to talk about 'copying the ability to set goals, the ability to formulate objectives'. The woodsman cutting down the tree as a plan in his head, the architect 'building' the house on paper are engaged in what ilyenkov calls 'activity on the plane of representation'. This is still 'sensuous objective activity transforming the sensuously perceived image of the thing to which it is directed' except that 'the thing altered here is special: it is only the objectified idea or form of the person's activity taken as a thing' (280). Without such special ideal objects 'the individual cannot operate with things involved  in the process of social production' (274). And in working on such objects, in recalculating, reconfiguring them in relation to what we want to achieve, or what needs to be done whatever we might wish, we arrive at those objectives never before set, never before achieved and for which it is impossible to 'fall back on bodily skills .. already perfected' (tim: 16) but strive to develop new ones, often in the very heat of attempting to achieve the new objectives themselves. In conclusion, people cannot help but create representations of their actions, of their goals and needs. These representations, of course, are not internal 'mental' processes along sperber-chomsky lines, and but are real objects, objects of real activity in themselves. (learning to cook is not the same as learning to write cookbooks!). 

The second point I would make is about tim's critique of chomskyan style language acquisition models. Tim's discussion of walking is very good, but this is not relevant to chomsky. For chomsky, universal grammar is not like walking but like legs, ie the 'organ' is pre-formed (before it actually functions) or maybe better like lungs (which are fully preformed in the embryo before they function at all). If this can happen with lungs (chomsky will say) why not with language? So to attack the chomskyan view the complexities of learning how to walk are not really relevant, you have to go for the philosophical and general scientific positions of the nature of symbols, thinking, etc. you have to show that the very idea of innate mental entities (aside from the technical difficulties with genotype/phenotype/dispositions/expressed architecture etc) is scientifically incoherent. 

